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Beads, Cowries, and Cultural Translations of the Atlantic Experience in 
Yorubaland, 1600-1850* 
By Akinwumi Ogundiran 
A 1995 article by Stanley Alpern carried the troubling title "What Africans Got 
for Their Slaves: A Master List of European Trade Goods." Alpern provided an annotated 
list of trade goods sold by Europeans in the area between modern Liberia and Nigeria 
during the period of the Atlantic trade (Alpern 1995). His goal was to debunk the myth 
"that Europe offered nothing to Africa that Africa did not already produce ... [that] Africa 
had well-developed industries producing every single item on the list" (Thornton 1992: 
44-45). Although a second objective was to prove that Africans benefited from the goods 
they received in exchange for human cargoes, it is important to note that Alpern' s article 
does not consider how the pre-existing economic networks and social valuation played a 
central role in what African populations sought from European traders. Likewise, the 
article was not concerned with how European trade goods transformed the consumption 
patterns, technology, or political economy of African societies, the selectivity of demands 
for European imports in different parts of the West African coast, or the ways these 
imported goods were integrated into African societies and thus transformed the basis of 
power and the dynamics of social relations. 
Alpern's master list is useful, however, both in the light it sheds on aspects of 
West African material culture during the Atlantic trade and the glimpses of instrumental 
descriptions it offers on how imported goods were used in different African societies. The 
fact remains that with the exception of firearms and a few luxury goods (usually in very 
small circulation), all the items on Alpern's list were known to different African groups 
before the Atlantic trade. The values that these commodities commanded among the 
peoples of West Africa were to be found in their exotic quality (rarity and foreign 
origins), variety (e.g., Indian cloth versus Yoruba cloth), and quantity (for example, 
copper alloys, iron bars, and cowries). 
The fact that European traders demanded human cargoes in exchange for these 
commodities, especially from the seventeenth century on, has fueled political and moral 
debates over whether these imports were indeed commensurate values for the human 
cargoes acquired in exchange. From Rodney (1972) to Thornton (1992), Alpern (1995), 
Eltis (2000), and beyond, the debates over the impacts of the rise, intensification, and end 
of the Atlantic slave trade on Africa seem inconclusive and continue to provoke new 
questions and considerations among new generations of historians. (For summaries of 
these arguments, see Inikori 2000 and Lovejoy 1989.) These debates have important 
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political implications, especially in view of the current demands for reparations, but they 
often lead to facile questions that gloss over the role of European imports as cultural and 
political capital in African societies. We rarely ask how these objects changed the 
physical and cognitive realities of African groups and communities, how they were used 
in cultural translations of the African Atlantic experience, or how they restructured power 
and social relations. This paper takes on some of these questions with an emphasis on the 
role of cowries as objects that mediated the Atlantic experience of the Yoruba people (set 
in the broader context of the Bight of Benin) in the period between 1600 and 1850. 
Cowries were by far the most significant imports to the Bight of Benin from the 
early 17th through the mid-19th century. Following the success of the Portuguese in the 
16th century, the English and the Dutch took over the trade in the 17th century. At the 
peak of the slave trade in the 18th century, English and Dutch merchants alone had 
shipped some 25,931,600 cowries to West Africa (Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 62). As 
Table 1 shows, cowries alone accounted for 44 percent of the value of merchandise 
imported to the Bight of Benin by English companies between 1662 and 1703; in none of 
the other four regions did the value of imported cowries amount to more than 1 percent of 
the total during the same period (Eltis 2000: 300). It is not surprising, therefore, that 
cowries are ubiquitous artifacts in the archaeological sites of the Bight of Benin, and they 
have been mostly used as type-fossils for understanding the relative temporal framework 
of archaeological sites in West Africa (York 1972). As trade goods, the presence of 
cowries in archaeological contexts is often indicative of direct or indirect connections 
with Atlantic trade networks. Beads, especially glass beads, are also important type-
fossils in the archaeology of West Africa. Both glass beads and cowries are often 
indicative of the directions of long-distance trade (e.g., Insoll and Shaw 1997) and the 
relative chronology of such trade networks (DeCorse 1989); in addition, the contexts in 
which they are found often provide information about their cultural, economic, and 
sociopolitical importance (e.g., Eluyemi 1987). Whereas the archaeologists' interests in 
these objects often focus on typological/chronological and trade/economic 
interpretations, the historians' view of cowries has been shaped by their economic value 
in the trans-Atlantic trade. 
Cultural History, Material Culture, and Cultural Translations: 
A Conceptual Framework 
The relationship between these two classes of objects is examined in this paper 
with particular attention to the meanings of beads and cowries in daily life during the 
Atlantic commerce. This paper first examines the historical process that heralded the 
institutionalization of beads as objects of political capital in Y orubaland between the 10th 
and 13th centuries, and how the social valuation of cowries was central to the reordering 
of political ideology and belief systems after 1500 A.D. This process, I suggest, involved 
the transfer of some of the social values of beads to cowries. This second objective offers 
the opportunity to examine how the Yoruba articulated their participation in the large-
scale historical processes of transatlantic commerce. The paper will emphasize the 
historical processes by which imported cowries were stripped of their external meanings 
Table 1. English Exports to West Africa by Product Type and Region, 1662-1703 
Merchandise Upper Guinea Gold Coast Bight of Benin 
Bight of 
West-Central Total Biafra 
£ % £ % £ % £ % £ % £ % 
Textiles 5.8 12 331.2 77 23.4 27 1.8 I 33.6 54 395.8 55.3 
Metals 12.6 27 27.2 6 7.3 8 72.2 80 7.7 12 127 17.8 
Cowries 0.4 I 3.9 I 38.3 44 0.8 I 0 0 43.4 6.1 
Personal 12.7 27 4.6 l 6.7 8 13 14 0.9 I 37.9 5.3 
decorations 
Containers 2.5 5 IO 2 3.6 4 1.3 I 10.5 17 28.1 3.9 
Guns/ 1.4 3 20 5 1.2 I 0.2 l 3.4 6 26.2 3.7 
gunpowder 
Spirits/alcohol 3.8 8 8.9 2 1.2 I 0 0 0.6 I 14.5 2 
Miscellaneous 8.2 17 22.4 4 6.1 8 0.7 I 5.1 9 42.5 5.9 
Total 47.4 100 428.2 100 87.8 100 90 100 61.8 100 715.4 100 
"' 
Adapted from Ellis (2000: 300) 
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and reconstituted within the framework of Yoruba cultural traditions to construct, shape, 
and coordinate ideologies of social relations and exchange systems and the ways in which 
these ideologies were transformed to accommodate and interpret new historical contexts 
and experience. 
The early experience of the Atlantic trade in Y orubaland featured a new form of 
accumulation, wealth, and exchange on a scale the region had never experienced before 
the 17th century. Of all the goods that found their way to the Bight of Benin via the 
Atlantic commerce, cowries best expressed the Yoruba experience. Using beads and 
cowries as a springboard, this exploratory paper attempts to answer the following 
questions in ways that integrate political economy with cultural practice: How did the 
Atlantic experience find expression in Yoruba ideas, myths, value-systems, and 
institutions? How did the terms and conditions of the Atlantic trade create ruptures in the 
knowledge and the order of the Yoruba world? How were these ruptures repaired and 
new ideas created to maintain social order? How were the new economic conditions 
incorporated into existing sociopolitical and ideological structures and how were these 
structures transformed in the process? Can we gain insights into the African participation 
in the Atlantic trade by exploring the different dimensions of the local cultural 
translations and memory of that experience? 
This exploratory project is not the first to focus on the cultural interpretation of 
cowries and beads in the Bight of Benin. Although the importance of cowries and beads 
in archaeological deposits originally stimulated the ideas expressed here, this study is 
also influenced by materials that range from the economic history and econometrics of 
cowries to their cultural economics, ideology, and contextual meanings (e.g., Belasco 
1980; Barber 1995; Drewal and Mason 1998a; Hogendorn and Johnson 1986). Since this 
paper is more related to the culture of beads and cowries than to their economic history, 
closer attention will be given to the works of Belasco (1980) and Barber (1995). Whereas 
Belasco takes an evolutionary route to explain the monetization of cowries as an early 
adaptation of the Yoruba to capitalism during the Atlantic slave trade, Barber ( 1995: 206) 
is more interested in how money has been used in the process of Yoruba self-realization. 
Although she writes of money in general, she situates her work within the 19th century 
period and thus, confronts the issue of social valuation of beads and cowries in the 
process of articulating Yoruba personhood. Operating within a shorter time-span, Barber 
(1995: 206) has characterized Belasco's a priori evolutionary model as both speculative 
and circular, noting that although "the slave trade and the resulting huge increase in the 
circulation of cowries must have had a radical impact on local ideas surrounding money, 
exchange and value ... there is no evidence---oral or written-to tell us anything about the 
stages and nature of such ideological transformations in any period before the mid-
nineteenth century." This is a fair criticism because, although Belasco's work points us 
toward studying the cultural history of bead and cowries, he grossly misunderstands 
historical narratives, contexts, and meaning. His attempt to construct a cultural history of 
cowries and money in the Bight of Benin is therefore a flawed one. Moreover, his 
penchant dispositions to a priori and ahistorical evolutionary explanations lead him to 
organize his material in accordance with his model instead of building a model from that 
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material (Barber 1995: 206). However, while Belasco (1980) attempts a cultural history 
of money and a social valuation of cowries, Barber suggests the impossibility of such an 
agenda: 
It is a problem ... assigning any unitary "belief system" to any single historical 
period. For, quite clearly, there were and are multiple discourses circulating, some 
older than others, some more valued than others ... a tendency that makes any 
unilinear account of Y oriiba ideological change as a succession of monolithic 
world views difficult to sustain. (Barber 1995: 210) 
The goal of cultural history is not to isolate change at the expense of continuity, but to 
define and explain changes and transformations in the matrices of continuity. Hence 
Barber's dilemma seems to derive more from her reliance on oriki (panegyrics, a Yoruba 
oral genre) as the primary source of information than on the problem of identifying 
continuity and change in Yoruba beliefs. Given the fluid and atemporal nature of oriki, 
the real problem involves relying solely on oral traditions as the basis for cultural history. 
The archaeology of Y orubaland has certainly been disappointing in addressing the history 
of culture and traditions. Nevertheless, Yoruba material culture, especially its ritual and 
ideological arts and crafts, offers us a wealth of information on changes in the 
sensibilities of social valuation. In this latter respect, scholars in the field of art history 
have conceived Yoruba artifacts "as four-dimensional objects in which the fourth or time 
dimension is dominant and in which matter is only the vehicle, or the outward and visible 
expression, of energy or life force" (Fagg 1973: 164). The search for these energies in 
objects through contextual study of aesthetics, meaning, and form (making full use of 
Yoruba philosophies and cognitive repertoire) has contributed to understanding Yoruba 
processes of social valuation of objects (Abiodun 1994: 78; for the best expositions of 
these approaches, see Drewal et al. 1989; Drewal and Mason 1998a). 
The present study is an experiment in the history of cultural translations, a study 
that uses beads and cowries as windows to explore "the 'structure' of beliefs as well as 
their content," with an emphasis on "collective attitudes" and "metaphors and symbols" 
(Burke 1997: 162). Engaging in a systematic and continuous interdisciplinary interaction 
that ties history to anthropology, this study uses the data in the domains of archaeology, 
art history, secondary historical sources, and oral traditions ( especially myth and 
legends). Likewise, analytical references are drawn from the concepts of "poetics of 
knowledge" and "anthropology of things." A "poetics of knowledge" approach is a 
methodological instrument of analysis by which the literary procedures and contents of 
oral genre are converted to historical memory, historical representations, and historical 
discourses. By privileging the body of knowledge in the legends, myths, and cognitive 
repertoire in relation to the representation of the Atlantic experience, language is 
considered "as more than giving information or getting information, but also as 
disciplining, ordering, and dividing cultural practices" and representing historical 
experience (Popkewitz et al. 2001: 32). 
An "anthropology of things" is an attempt (and only an attempt) to develop a 
holistic perspective to the social valuation of objects beyond the formal meanings "that 
human transactions attributions, and motivations endow ... (things or commodities) with," 
and to begin to consider the cultural biographies of things as critical sources of meanings 
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that could enrich our understanding of the social values of objects (Appadurai 1986: 5). 
This perspective stresses that the very process of creating the social value of an object is a 
politically mediated process, and that the politics of assigning or constructing an object's 
value is in many contexts a politics of knowledge Appadurai (1986: 6). By focusing on 
how objects are used and interpreted in symbolic and practical life as the basis for 
constructing knowledge and power, this study integrates the history of material life with 
the anthropology of material culture (Guyer 1985: 84; Hardin and Arnoldi 1996; 
Kopytoff 1986). It demonstrates that beads and cowries not only celebrate and express 
power but also have the capacity to create and transform power and knowledge in order 
to manipulate, transform, and understand new historical experiences, especially those that 
have external origins. The approach taken in this study invites us to understand material 
culture, myth, and legends as a "cognitive constellation" that shapes the perception of 
reality and provides insights about the world and new experiences (Vansina 1995: 469). 
This perspective is informed by the view that objects are critical to generating, 
transforming, and transmitting ideas and values into physical reality. 
The conversions of ideas into objects, and of objects into ideas are the two-way 
processes by which culture is created, codified, and contained. Writing on the processes 
by which the materialization of ideas takes place, Timothy Earle (1997: 151) states inter 
alia: 
Ideas and objects (are united) ... and are inseparable; ideas, unconnected to the 
objective world, have no means of being communicated, experienced, used, and 
owned. Ideas must be materialized to become social, to become cultural things. 
Our ideas are private and powerful for ourselves, but their materialization brings 
them into the public arena. 
The historical contexts in which beads and cowries have been used in Y orubaland 
direct us to conceive these two objects as commodities with complex cultural biographies 
along the cycles of production, circulation, acquisition, and consumption. A biographical 
approach to the study of objects provides the ground to understand that the social value 
and meaning of a category or objects or a single object is not static but changes according 
to time, place, historical and cultural contexts, and position of the object in the 
biographical cycle. Taking a cue from Igor Kopytoff (1986: 66-67), understanding the 
biography of an object involves asking questions about ( 1) the possibilities of the object's 
status and its layers of meaning in the period and culture under study; (2) the origins and 
sources of the object: who made and brought it, and for what purpose?; (3) "the 
recognized ages or periods in the thing's life, and ... the cultural markers for them"; (4) 
the changes in the use of the object(s) according to its age, volume, accessibility, and 
control; and (5) how and why does an object or category of objects end their use life?, 
and what happens to the object "when it reaches the end of its usefulness". Some of the 
above questions and issues inform the perspectives of the discussions that follow. 
Beads: Pre-Atlantic Index of Power, Wealth, and Statns, 1000-1500 A.D. 
The use of exotic stone beads as status objects in Yorubaland, especially 
carnelian, possibly dates back to the 5th century A.D., but the advent of glass beads seems 
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to date to the 9th century, a period that witnessed the emergence of Yoruba kingship 
institutions at Ile-Ife, reaching maturation and adoption in different parts of Y orubaland 
during the 13th century (Ogundiran 2001; Willett 1967). Bead production was one of the 
early craft specializations enhanced by the advent of kingship, ca. 500-800 A.D., and 
bead-making industries and bead trades were inspired and controlled by the politico-
religious elite associated with royalty (Eluyemi 1987; Drew al et al. 1992; Ogundiran 
2001). The pre-16th century sculptures at Ile-Ife vividly illustrate the importance of beads 
as the material manifestation of status and power before the period of transatlantic 
commerce (Willett 1967, 1977). The association of beads with royalty and high status 
between 1000 and 1500 is quite evident in the archaeological records of different parts of 
Y orubaland, especially at Ile-Ife and Esie (Eyo 197 4a; Gar lake 197 4, 1977; Stevens 
1978; Willett 1967). Important personalities were depicted in stone, terracotta, and metal 
sculptures wearing beads on the head, neck, wrist, waist, and ankles, so that all parts of 
the body are encircled from head to toe. In both literal and symbolic terms, beads "tie up, 
seal in, protect, and enclose unseen forces that make up the inner, spiritual essence of 
persons" with political and religious authorities, and people with access to deep 
knowledge (Drewal and Mason 1998b: 18). 
The development of Ile-Ife as the production center of beads, the emblem of 
royalty, played an important role in the rise of the ancient city as the regional metropole 
of Yorubaland between the 11th and 16th centuries. By the 12th or 13th century, the 
royal institution at Ile-Ife had become the validator of the legitimacy of a number of the 
potentates that developed in Yoruba and Edo regions. The validating process involved the 
"sale" or "gift" of beaded regalia to the political elite of the Yoruba polities. In return, 
Ile-Ife enjoyed recognition as the most senior polity and as the center of Yoruba kingship 
institutions (Ogundiran 2000: 98). 
These new developments were codified in the ideology of kingship institutions, 
the focal point of social relations, structure, and worldview that began to characterize the 
Yoruba region in the 11th century. As the new political ideology, institutions of power, 
and social relations spread across Y orubaland during the 12th and 13th centuries, 
beads-especially the blue dichroic glass beads and the red jasper/carnelian beads-
became the insignia of elite status at the regional level. The region-wide adoption of 
beads as the insignia of political and cultural authority was crucial to the development of 
Ile-Ife as the principal center of the Yoruba-Edo region. Beads thus became central to the 
continuation and expansion of the political and ideological structures that they formerly 
only represented (MacEachern 1994: 209). The materialization of beads as objects of 
power and political capital derived from their long-distance source, rarity, and the control 
of the local supply by the political elite. 
Willett (1977: 22, following Davison et al. 1971) uses the chemical components 
of the glass beads at Ile-Ife to suggest that glass and glass beads from both medieval 
European and Islamic sources reached Ile-Ife through the termini of the trans-Saharan 
trade along the Middle Niger between the 11th and 15th centuries.1 At Ile-Ife, these 
glasses were reheated, melted, possibly re-mixed, and fashioned into desirable forms of 
glass beads used at the local and regional levels to service the sociopolitical needs of the 
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elite. Of all the glass beads produced at Ile-Ife, the most popular were the dichroic beads 
(Eluyemi 1987: 203-213). These are usually "blue in reflected light and green in 
transmitted light" (Davies 1971: 647). Dichroic beads have been found at different sites 
in Ile-Ife dated to the 11th-15th century, as well as at Iloyi (Ilare district, Ijesaland) in 
13th-century deposits, and at Old Oyo, Gao, Koumbi Saleh, and Tedaghoust (Insoll and 
Shaw 1997: 14, 16; Ogundiran2000: 175; Willett 1977: 16). 
The use of beads, especially the red carnelian and the bluish coral/segi beads in 
the Yoruba-Edo axis as political capital is well illustrated by the fact that these beads are 
the defining marks of kingship in the region. Writing of coral beads in particular, Paula 
Ben-Amos (1999: 83) states that, 
When the right of succession is in dispute, it is possession of the ... beads ... that 
can determine who ultimately sits on the throne. These beads are not viewed as 
ornamental, but are considered to have effective power (ase), that is, the power to 
cause any vow or curse to come to pass. Wearing these beads is a crucial 
component of what gives an Oba ( a king) divine powers. 
Henry Drewal and John Mason's study of Yoruba beads in Africa and the New 
World has enriched our understanding of the iconography and symbolic meaning of 
beads and their functions in daily life (Drewal and Mason 1998a). Drewal, in particular, 
draws attention to the fact that beads "are signs of preciousness and 'auspiciousness, of 
good fortune," and of "economic wealth and spiritual well-being" in the Yoruba world 
(Drewal and Mason 1998b: 20)_1 In fact, all the individuals entrusted with the 
responsibility to maintain balance in the Yoruba cosmos through the mediation and 
manipulation of forces are expected to wear beads. These high-status individuals, 
including rulers, priests, diviners, and the elders, "wear beads as a mark of their special 
position and potentials, for the riches associated with beads also signify their good 
fortune in living productive, purposeful lives with sacred support" (Drewal and Mason 
1998b: 27). In Drewal's words, "Status and rank are acknowledged by wearing beads. 
Beads distinguish their owners and alert the viewer to matters of position, knowledge, 
and power" (Drewal and Mason 1998b: 26-27). 
We have a sense of the socioeconomic value of beads as the ultimate embodiment 
and manifestation of personal wealth and status from the following panegyric verse 
recorded in the Yoruba town of Okuku by Karin Barber (1995: 215) 
Omo ajfml:18.sun, Osfnsegi, 
Baba mi o-jf-un-kutukutu-sinyun-epii 
Child of one who wakes to thread, one who threads segi beads 
My father, one who rises at the crack of dawn to thread 
"groundnut coral" 
Omo Owiirii Aremu t6 f6n segi diia'gb6 Child of Owara Aremu who scatters segi beads in the forest 
1 Beads, generically called okun before the 18th century, were socially constructed as precious 
objects and means of indexing economic wealth and social status. Thus the saying: "Okiinlola, okun nlgbl 
oro," that is, "The okun bead is the essence of wealth" (Drewal and Mason 1998a: 17). The Yoruba also 
give names associated with beads to their children; these names include Okunlola (bead is honor) and 
Okiinbadejo (threaded beads match a crown). 
6 nf torf asewe 
6 nf tori asegi 
6 ni tori napa tf lAgbe suasua 
He said it's because of the pluckers of leaves (leaf sellers) 
He said it's because of the breakers of sticks (firewood sellers) 
He said it's because of the destitute who traverse the bush far 
and wide 
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Although the above verse refers to a 19th-century personality, Enukonfpe, it provides an 
eloquent glimpse of the mentality associated with the use of beads in the Yoruba world. 
The panegyric illustrates how Enukonfpe acquired beads through hard work, and how he 
used his wealth in beads to make sacrifices so that the people on the margins of economic 
exchange, destitute and scrabbling to make a living selling leaves or firewood, may 
benefit from his wealth. In return for the expensive sacrifice with the ultimate 
denominator of wealth, he expected to be blessed with an "abundance of good things" 
(Barber 1995: 215). Beads, in this sense, served as the high-cost object of sacrifice. 
The Advent of Cowries as an Index of Social Valuation and Currency 
The only evidence that cowries were known in the Yoruba area before the 15th 
century comes from cowry-form reliefs on pottery and terracotta sculptures found in 
ritual contexts at Ile-Ife and Hare districts from 12th-15th century deposits (Garlake 
1974, 1977; Ogundiran 2000: 395). The cowry-form motifs are arranged sometimes 
horizontally on the shoulder or body of ritual vessels, and sometimes vertically from the 
shoulder to the base of vessels. The motifs of cowries on ritual vessels demonstrate that 
cowries were used for religious and possibly ornamental purposes before the period of 
Atlantic trade (Garlake 1977: 88; Ogundiran 2000: 325). The accessibility of Ile-Ife to the 
Niger Bend commerce between the I Ith and 15th centuries would suggest that cowries, 
like copper and glass, arrived in Yoruba country via the forest-sudanic trade routes (Shaw 
1978; Willett 1977).2 Cowries had limited use in pre-Atlantic Yorubaland, however. 
Unlike beads, they were not used as part of elite paraphernalia for indexing status or 
political position. Rather, they were used primarily in ritual activities, imbued with ritual 
and ornamental powers, and in propitiatory sacrifices and divination procedures. 
The first imports of moneta cowries into West Africa arrived on the coast of the 
Benin Kingdom from the Indian Ocean via Lisbon in 1515 (Hogendorn and Johnson 
1986: 19). The Portuguese traders who pioneered European voyages to the West African 
coast in the 1480s reported that cowries were used in Benin for economic transactions. 
According to Pacheco Pereira, "they use them [ cowries J to buy everything, and he that 
has most of them is the richest" ( cited in Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 19). 
Archaeological evidence in Benin supports the view that cowries, possibly a mix of 
2 Arabic documentary sources indicate that as early as the I Ith century, moneta cowries were 
imported from the Indian Ocean across the Sahara into the upper and middle Niger area, where they were 
used as ornaments and exotic goods. By the 14th century, cowries were established as currency in areas 
within the ambits of the Mali Empire. This standardization of the means of economic exchanges would 
have allowed for greater efficiency in trading transactions and in the administration of taxation (Hogendorn 
and Johnson 1986: 16-17). 
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moneta and other species from West and West-Central African waters, were present in 
Benin before the 16th century but it has not yet been possible to detennine the extent of 
their use as currency (Connah 1975; Omokhodion 1988).3 
It is certain that the first importation of moneta cowries by the Portuguese was 
based on knowledge gained during earlier visits that demand for cowries was high in 
Benin. The Benin political class monopolized commercial exchanges with the European 
traders (Law 1978: 44), and cowries were one of the trade items that served as objects of 
wealth for rewarding the services of those associated with the ruling institutions. From 
the hands of the political elite and their dependents, cowries passed down to those in the 
lower ranks of society. The only reason cowries could have become the principal 
denomination of economic transactions in local market arenas is the state 
institutionalization of cowries as the local currency (Belasco 1980: 80). Following the 
unprecedented volume of supply, the monetization of moneta cowries began during the 
16th century in the Bight of Benin, first in the Benin Kingdom and later in Dahomey and 
Y orubaland. This process of monetization took place against the background of the pre-
Atlantic rarity and sacredness of the objects, and brought about three major changes: (I) 
it standardized the local economic exchange system; (2) it allowed for a more efficient 
control of the terms of external trade, especially with Europeans; and (3) it allowed for a 
more efficient management of the "ever increasing volume and variety of trade goods" 
(Belasco 1980: 82). It will be demonstrated below that just as royal control over the 
precious stone and glass beads and the ideology of power and knowledge were 
intertwined in the pre-15th century Yoruba kingdoms, so were cowries incorporated into 
the state ideology and political economy and given broad meaning in the cultural system 
of social valuation after the 15th century. 
Cowries affected the populations of the region more profoundly than other 
Atlantic goods because they touched the daily lives of individuals. This is especially the 
case at the lower end of the income distribution, "where people who never owned another 
[Atlantic J import would frequently have used the cowrie ... in local markets for ... 
purchases of food and other necessities" (Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 2). Hence, 
cowries both illustrate the Yoruba participation in the Atlantic trade and served as the 
medium through which the Yoruba sought to understand their world in relation to the 
Atlantic economy. The cultural translation of the Atlantic experience in Y orubaland 
found expression in the conversion of cowries from aesthetic and ritual object to 
currency. It is the position of this paper that this process only continued the pre-16th 
century tradition of commoditization of glass and stone beads as the means of indexing 
wealth and status. The remainder of the paper will attempt to show how cowries were 
used by the Yoruba to understand and express their link to the Atlantic commerce. 
3 Small olive shells (genus Olivella), abundant at Luanda Island in northern Angola, were used as 
the dominant currency in the Kingdom of Kongo and its vicinity before the Atlantic trade (Hogendorn and 
Johnson 1986: 19). Another species of small olive-color shells indigenous to the West African coast, and 
similar to Olivella is C. lurida (Johnson 1970: 18; York 1972: 95). Another form of cowry that is native to 
the coast of West Africa is C. zanata (Chem.). There is no evidence, however, that lurida and zonata shells 
were valued for ornamental or economic purposes either before or during the Atlantic trade. 
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Beads and Cowries in the Early Period of Atlantic Trade: 
Continuity and Change in the Idealization of Wealth and Power 
The origin of bead manufacture is associated in Yoruba traditions with Ol6kun, 
said to be one of the wives of Oduduwa, the founder of Yoruba kingship institutions 
(Akinjogbin 1992: 98). She is identified in Yoruba traditions not only as the first maker 
of beads but also as the goddess of wealth, as the following song demonstrate (Willett 
1967: 25): 
Lokun Lokun gbera nile o 
Oshin ernpe gbera'le o, omo omi 
Oloknn dan owo 
Y eye dana omo 
God of beads, rise out of the earth 
Lord, rise up out of the earth, children of water 
O16kun has wealth 
Mother gives children 
The sanctuary for the worship of O16kun is located about two and a half 
kilometers north of the center of Ile-Ife. Although the area is an important sacred and 
religious center dedicated to the worship of the deity, archaeological evidence shows that 
the grove was a major center for the production of both stone and glass beads during the 
11th-15th centuries. The artifacts from the grove include ceramic crucibles fused with 
glass and beads in a rich variety of blue, green, red, olive-brown, and turquoise colors, 
and pieces of tuyeres, furnaces, pottery, and terracotta sculptures (Eluyemi 1987: 200; 
Willett 1967: 24). The other evidence of bead manufacture from the grove consists of 
grooved or dimpled stones that were used to grind and polish stone beads, the most 
valuable of which were the red cylindrical jasper and carnelian beads.4 The O16kun grove 
is still mined today for ancient beads and glass droppings that abound in large quantities. 
The connection of the O16kun deity to the Atlantic experience manifests itself 
even more clearly in Benin, where the ritual paraphernalia of O16kun include imported 
European cooking pots, dishes, and other items (Rosen 1989: 44). Among the Yoruba, 
O16kun is associated with both beads and cowries, whereas among the Edo people of 
Benin the deity is strictly associated with cowries. In both cognate cultures, however, 
O16kun is considered the ruler of the earth's water mass, the deity of the Atlantic Ocean 
(Drewal 1992: 74). Hence, among the Edo people, O16kun is referred to as the "king of 
the waters," "god of the sea," and "god of wealth" (Rosen 1989: 44); "fountain of good-
luck, riches, and goodness" (Egharevba 1971a: 36); and "god of fertility" (Ryder 1969: 
205). In addition, Olokun is regarded as the divinity of the Atlantic Ocean with "a palace 
of cowries (riches) in his/her kingdom beneath the ... [ocean]" (Rosen 1989: 44).s Some 
segments of Y oriiba cosmology, especially among the Ijebu-Yoruba peoples, indicate that 
the body of water O16kun represents is also the source of all life, wealth, and prosperity. 
The greater prevalence of this cosmology among the Ijebu than in other parts of 
Yorubaland possibly derived from the fact that because of their closer proximity to the 
4 These red stone beads, used in anklets and necklaces, are still the markers of chieftaincy status 
today. 
5 Ol6kun is a female in the Yoruba pantheon but is represented as a male among the Eda. 
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ocean, they were among the first Yoruba subgroups to participate in Atlantic commerce 
(Law 1986). 
It is possible that the association of the ocean with the domain of wealth began 
with the advent of the Atlantic trade in the second half of the 15th century. As the source 
of wealth and riches defined by the 16th and 17th century cowries, the ocean (okun) 
became central to religious beliefs and the ideology of wealth and material accumulation. 
In the process of creating a deity for the Atlantic, the highway for the assortment of 
goods that arrived in the Bight of Benin, many of the cosmological and ritual attributes 
formerly associated with glass and stone beads were transferred to and shared with 
cowries. Thus, O16kun, formerly the patron deity of beads and wealth, became O16kun, 
the goddess of the ocean and its most valued goods, cowry shells. 
Cowries: Myths of Origins and the Human-Cowry Conversion 
The cowries that entered the Bight of Benin via the Atlantic trade have been 
variously referred to as "slave money" because of their use as the primary commodities 
exchanged for human cargoes (Hogendorn and Johnson 1986). In fact, all the European 
slavers operating in the region acknowledged that cowries were the best goods with 
which to purchase slaves on the Bight of Benin (Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 110). The 
convertibility of human life to cowries immediately conjures up a sensibility of wealth 
accumulation by capture, servitude, and enslavement. But, ironically, cowries also 
became the symbol of fertility, wealth, and self-realization in the Bight of Benin, and its 
supply route, the ocean, assumed a central image in the discourse of material 
accumulation and wealth. Some traditions in Benin speak of cowries as shells fished from 
the Atlantic Ocean using slave corpses as bait. This story distorts, as Ralph Austen (2001: 
7, 8) has noted, both the geographical source of cowries (the Indian Ocean, not the 
Atlantic) and the role of African intermediaries in providing slaves to Europeans. Is this 
an ideological attempt to mask the realities of cowry acquisition by the economic and 
political elite, or is it a reduction of the realities into mythological codification? 
Another mythical representation of the origins of cowries collected by Jacob 
Oluponna in the Ondo-Yoruba area (cited in Faiola and Adebayo 2000: 42) relates 
cowries to the institutionalization of the market economy: 
After the first market of the Ondo had been established, the people were faced 
with the problem of which form of exchange to use. It was decided that 
Olodumare [the supreme deity] should be met and the problem be presented to 
Him for solution .... Olodumare instructed that a ritual ... [be created and delivered 
to] Aje. After a lot of persuasion, and several days of waiting, the vulture bird and 
two women volunteered to take the sacrifice to Aje. However, only the vulture 
eventually met with Aje. The women stood at a distance. On getting to Aje, the 
vulture narrated its mission. Aje knew so much already because she had been 
informed of the mission by Olodumare. She responded to the vulture's request by 
giving it some cowry shells which were to be used as medium of exchange. The 
vulture thanked her, swallowed the cowries to ensure that they were not lost, and 
traveled back to the waiting ... crowd. She [the vulture] vomited the cowries and 
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handed them to the waiting women. In appreciation of the role played by vulture, 
it was elevated to the level of sacredness. Hence, the Ondo were forbidden from 
killing the bird. 
The key players in the above story are Olodumare (the supreme creator), Aje (the 
goddess of trade and profitable transactions), the vulture (a symbol of death and 
calamities), and women (controllers of the market). The story demonstrates how a 
currency substantiated a particular form of social relations. Olodumare is represented 
here as male and Aje as female; the vulture, a symbol of death, mediates between the 
two. Because it was the vulture who championed the introduction of cowries, is death 
here a reference to the Atlantic slave trade that sent people to unknown places of no 
return? Or does it represent the European slave trader who brought cowries in such large 
amounts, or the Bight of Benin slave raiders (of the Yoruba-Aja~Edo cultural complex) 
whose continuous trade was necessary for ensuring the survival of the market and the 
flow of cowries? The core of the myth involves the acceptance that the events that 
comprised the cowry exchange exhibit mutual dependence between the agencies of death 
and destruction on one hand, and between death and the creation of wealth on the other. 
The zero-sum universe of many African societies, including the Yoruba, in which the 
amount of wealth is considered finite so that wealth could only be drawn "from the 
property and vital energies of someone else" (Austen 2001: 8) strongly captures the 
cultural meaning of the matrices of the human/cowry and death/wealth conversions. It is 
part of popular culture in Y orubaland today, perhaps derived from the collective memory 
of the Atlantic trade, that parts of human bodies are convertible to money. Missing 
children and adults are often considered even today to have been kidnapped and used in 
the rituals of money-making, a belief that became even more entrenched during the 1970s 
in popular reactions to the petro-naira in Nigeria (Barber 1982). Are these beliefs and 
local knowledge products of the Atlantic memory? Do the beliefs reflect the residuals of 
Atlantic commerce in which human lives were converted to cowries? 
The Gender of Cowries and the Atlantic Economy 
O16kun is identified as a female in Yoruba religion, whereas the Edo refer to the 
deity as a male. The affirmation of O16kun as a female deity in the Yoruba pantheon 
seems to be a continuation of the association of O16kun and women with pre-Atlantic 
bead manufacture on one hand, and of women with the trade and production of the 
commodities needed by the Portuguese in the Bight of Benin on the other-cloth, dye, 
and beads. The male character of O16kun among the Edo illustrates the fact that Benin's 
involvement with the Atlantic trade was male- and king-dominated, while the female 
identity of O16kun and cowries among the Yoruba is related to the femininity of the 
deities that are the patrons of cowries and the Atlantic trade: O16kun, Aje, Yemoja, and 
Osun (Badejo 1996; Lawuyi and Oluponna 1989). The female character of these deities 
and of cowries seems to emanate from the increasing participation of women in the 
service and craft-production sectors, whose operations became expanded in the 16th and 
17th century as a result of Atlantic demands for cloth, dye, and beads (Belasco 1980; 
Ogbomo, 1997: 166). Although the wholesale acquisition of cowries came to be 
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dominated by male warriors and political entrepreneurs in the 18th century, especially on 
the western side of the Bight of Benin (Dahomey), in Yorubaland women traders 
continued to be the major link for the hinterland distribution of cowries throughout the 
era of the Atlantic trade. 
There are two major types of divination in Yorubaland, the eerindinlogun and 
dida-owo. The former involves the use of 16 cowries while the later uses sacred 
divination chains and sacred palm nuts (opele). Whereas men can be trained in the use of 
both methods, female diviners are limited to cowry divination. Following the premise that 
cowries were ritualized objects in pre-Atlantic Yorubaland, it will be argued here that the 
divination method connected with the use of cowries (eerindinlogun) also began before 
the Atlantic period and was made popular with the increased supply of cowries and its 
newer role as the index of wealth. In fact, Abimbola (2001: 141) has suggested that 
cowrie divination is older than the use of divination chains, based on the observation that 
the odu (the chapters in the Ifa divination corpus) of opele are derived from the odu of 
eerindinlogun. The important role of cowries in the divination process, along with the 
control of that role by a female deity, Osun, provides a window to understanding the 
configuration of the social memory of the Atlantic trade, and how the trade impacted 
Yoruba cosmogony. The centrality of Osun to the eerindinlogun (cowry) divination 
illustrates the gendered process of the Atlantic commerce, reflecting the central role of 
women in the distribution of cowries from the coast to the hinterland, the vitality of the 
commerce, and the wealth it brought to some parts of Y orubaland. 
Although Osun is privileged in the myths and legends as the first diviner who 
used cowries, her institutionalization as a deity ( a process linked to the establishment of 
Osogbo as a trading center ca. 1500-1600) antedated the use of cowries for ritual (and 
possibly divination) purposes, as indirect evidence from 11th-13th century 
archaeological deposits show. Several verses of Ifa state that "Orunmila created the 
sixteen-cowry divination system and gave it to Osun as a reward for saving his life ... 
[and afterwards] ... both became married" (Abimbola 2001: 141). Hence, although Osun 
was the first to practice cowry divination, she learned it from her husband Orunmila, the 
Yoruba god of divination. In another version, found in the Santeria (Yoruba Orisa) 
tradition in Cuba, Yemoja (the deity of the river associated with the western wing of the 
hinterland-coastal trade) is credited as the first female co wry diviner. It is of interest that 
both Yemoja and Osun are respectively deities of the two rivers (Ogun and Osun) that 
served as conduits for the transport of goods from the Yoruba hinterlands during the 
16th-19th centuries, providing direct access to cowry wealth via the Atlantic. Despite the 
differences in the above versions, they all privilege female deities as the pioneers of 
cowry divination based on the increased participation of women in the vast redistribution 
of cowry wealth in Yorubaland, and the importance of the Osun and Ogun rivers in 
transportation between the hinterland and the coast. The suggestion that Orunmila 
married Olokun and Osun demonstrates an attempt to associate the god of wisdom and 
knowledge with the two chief proprietors of the Atlantic economy. I will suggest that the 
close connection between Orunmila (the god of divination) and Atlantic commerce in the 
Yoruba cosmogony developed sometime in the 16th or 17th century. Whereas Olokun 
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controlled the sea traffic side of the trade, hence the import of cowries, Osun was in 
charge of one of the rivers and routes that connected the hinterland with the coast 
(Olokun's domain). 
The economic expansion of the Yoruba hinterland, especially in the Upper Osun 
region, and the wealth that industrial development in that area generated were embodied 
in the personality of Osun. Some of the commodities that made the Upper Osun region 
wealthy as a center of both production and trade are revealed in the following praise song 
about Osun: 
One who has a store for brass in a big shelf; 
One who generously appeases her children with brass 
My mother, who accepts corals for ritual offerings (Ogungbile 2001: 193) 
The centrality of Osun to Atlantic commerce was so important that she was 
incorporated in the Yoruba pantheon as the 17th member (and only woman) of the 
principal divinities, an indication that the order and structures preserved by the original 
pantheon of 16 divinities were threatened by the new basis of material power inspired by 
Atlantic commerce. The addition of Osun to this pantheon represented an effort to 
reestablish equilibrium in the Yoruba world as a result of the economic and political 
ruptures that followed its incorporation into the Atlantic economy. Hence, Osun, the last 
of the major divinities, is considered in the Yoruba myth as the provider of the 
nourishment of wealth, fame, and honor to all other divinities and to all her adherents. 
The most frequently mentioned indices of wealth that Osun bestowed as gifts are cloth, 
beads, and cowries 6-imported goods from the Atlantic, and dyes, cloth, and brass-the 
major export commodities to the coast. She is therefore hailed in the oral traditions as a 
"benevolent mother."7 
Cowries, Beads, and Rituals of Self-Realization 
Yoruba ideas of wealth and status are closely linked with the process of self-
realization (Barber 1995). The processes of accumulating beads and cowries entail 
individual self-creation, self-transformations, and self-realization. Whereas beads had 
been used as registers of value for defining positions of authority and for mediating roles 
of royal personalities, cowries became the value registers for symbolizing, manifesting, 
and expressing individual self-realization during the period of Atlantic trade. Central to 
the process of self-realization is the propitiation of one's inner head (or[). Johnson (1923: 
27) provides us with a 19th-century view of the worship of ori: 
6 The most important item and symbol of the encounter with the Atlantic, cowries, and one of the 
objects of Osun worship, ota, became "the two most important instruments used in Eerindinlogun 
divination ... for unfolding secret events and controlling temporal and spatial events" (Ogungbile 2001: 
199). 
7 Another indication of Osun's connection with the Atlantic experience is her preference for maize 
beer (maize being a product of the Americas via the Atlantic) instead of the indigenous guinea-com beer or 
palm wine associated with other divinities (Abimbola 2001: 151). 
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The ori [head] is the universal household deity worshipped by both sexes as the 
god of fate. It is believed that good or ill fortune attends one, according to the will 
or decree of ... [ori]; and hence it is propitiated in order that good luck might be 
the share of its votary. 
The advent of cowries as the medium of transactions and as an index of wealth 
and status also meant that they became the symbol of self-realization, especially 
following their abundance in the hinterlands after the 16th century. Johnson (1921: 27) 
describes the practice in which "rich" Yoruba men used cowries to make sacrifices to 
their ori, their spiritual inner head and the protector of their fortune and destiny. 
Archaeological evidence from central Yorubaland, especially in and around Ile-Ife, 
indicates that the object that formed the focus or shrine/altar of ori before the Atlantic 
period (12th-15th century) was in the form of stylized conical-shaped terracotta heads 
(Willett 1967: 136). Cowries would have become an important part of the materials for 
making the ori altar/shrine only after the 16th century with the abundant supply of 
cowries to the interior. The shrine, known as ibori (cover for the head), is "prepared from 
various materials, sealed in leather, and covered in cowries or beads" (Drewal and Mason 
1998a: 199). The ibori is usually in the shape of a crown, with a conical profile, and often 
consists of 41 cowries (Johnson 1921: 27). This conical object with a protruding ball on 
top is the Yoruba symbol of personhood and, as the individual's spiritual head, it defines 
the place of a person in the universe. A container, ile-ori (house of the head), was made 
separately of the same materials as ibori to keep the ibori from the public gaze, to protect 
its privacy, and to prevent it from damage by "evil eyes" or the elements of nature. The 
ile-ori is a pyramid-shaped symbol of power that protects and conceals the inner/spiritual 
head. According to Drewal and Mason (1998a: 199), "ile ori conveys one's commitment 
to respect oneself and, by extension, all the forces shaping one's journey in life .... " 
At the peak of the cowry supply in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, as many 
as 12,000 cowries were used to make an ile-ori, and the manufacturer of the piece would 
receive an equal number of cowries in payment. On the death of the shrine's owner, both 
the ibori and ile-ori would be destroyed and the cowries &pent by the deceased's relatives 
(Johnson 1921: 27). Barber (1995: 217) has considered this practice of arresting or 
storing cowry currency in both the ibori and its coffer, ile-ori, as a strategy to ameliorate 
the effect of inflation, "an invitation to the endlessly slippery, circulating medium to stay 
with him, not to desert him for a rival." It is significant that the arrested cowries were not 
used as a post-life altar to the deceased but were returned to circulation following his 
death. This seems to testify to the Yoruba understanding of the Atlantic commerce: that 
the wealth derived from commerce, especially the flow and values of cowries, was 
unpredictable. It was not a currency over which the state or the lineage had control. Its 
accumulation depended on the individual, and the greatness and respectability that it 
accorded those who had plenty could not be easily transferred. The fact that the enshrined 
cowries of a deceased individual are released and shared among his kith and kin indicates 
that the temporary "wealth immobilization" was also a form of saving and redistribution 
(Guyer 1993: 257). 
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Although the worship of ori and its conceptualization as a deity possibly began 
before the advent of the Atlantic trade, the centrality of cowries to the making of ibori 
and its ile-ori is evidence that cowries had become the value register for harnessing the 
spiritual and temporal powers of successful men during the Atlantic period. The 
invincible quality of ori and its "power to control or influence the outcome of any 
situation" possibly received a broader interpretation with the advent of cowries as the 
most important index of self-realization. This interpretation possibly emphasized 
individual accumulation over corporate accumulation, and accentuated the shift in the 
rendition of the image of ori (the shrine of the inner head) from stylized to symbolic form 
in accordance with accentuation of the less personal nature of the flow and acquisition of 
cowries, the index of self-realization, via Atlantic commerce. 
Cowries and Ritual Potency: Archaeological Evidence 
The occurrence of cowries as ritual objects, inserted into the platforms and floors 
of residential structures, and associated with burials, has been documented in 
archaeological contexts in Yorubaland. Examples from two settlements, Okun (ca. 
1600-1750) and !soya (ca. 1849-1920), will be described here. At the Okun settlement, 
moneta cowries were inserted into the entrance floor of a room that was identified as a 
locus of ritual activities in the courtyard structure of House 1 (Ogundiran 2000: 242). The 
structure was occupied sometime between the 17th and 18th centuries. Likewise, 
Eluyemi documented a total of 315 cowries at Isoya that were arranged in patterns that 
signify ritual purposes. At !soya Site I, for example, 51 cowries were found on a raised 
earthen platform above the house floor, "arranged in such a way that three shells in the 
center are surrounded by two circles, one containing 25 and the other 23 shells" (Eluyemi 
1977: 109). Ethnographic information collected from Chief James Awosope, the former 
araba oflfe (the chief priest of the Ifa oracle), indicates that the concentric pattern of the 
cowries is a good luck ( awure) signification intended to ward off evil from a residence 
and its occupants. 
The use of cowries in ritual and religious symbols is widespread in Y orubaland. 
Olupona (1991: 39) has documented in Ondo town the niche of an ancestral temple 
demarcated with "three cowries stuck into the floor." The understanding of the potency of 
using three cowries as a ritual signification or statement for warding off evil eyes and 
actions can be sociolinguistically explored by examining the meaning of "three" in 
Yoruba cosmology. In the Yoruba language, the term for "three" is eta. E-ta means "to 
shoot off," as in ta ibon (to shoot a gun) and ta ofa (to shoot an arrow). The signifying 
verb here is ta, which translates as "to forcefully repel or throw off." Since evil forces are 
powerful agents that can only be repudiated with a powerful counterforce, three (eta) in 
sociolinguistic terms represents the force of threatening and repudiating evil principalities 
from one's domain. Hence, three cowries form the core of ritual signification that we see 
in both the archaeological and ethnographic records mentioned above. 8 
8 There are other numbers that signify and invoke spiritual actions. For example, the verb fa (pull) 
in efa (six) makes the use of six objects relevant when one is engaged in ritual signification connected with 
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Cowries also occur as caches in archaeological contexts. Two caches were found 
within the house structure of Site I in Isoya, accounting for 26 percent of the total cowries 
found in the settlement. One of the caches consisted of cowries kept in three groups 
within a shallow pit beneath the house floor (level 4 of Site I). Should we interpret these 
caches in terms of savings or hoarding? Can they be considered part of the assets of an 
individual or family? Or do the caches represent withdrawal of objects of wealth from 
circulation, reflecting the lack of confidence in the value of cowry currency due to the 
great 19th-century inflation caused by oversupply (Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 
138-42)? These questions require us to integrate political economic perspectives with 
cultural explanations to understand how institutions, agents, and historical circumstances 
mediated the supply, circulation, and price of cowries, and how these affected their social 
valuation. We may never know the precise explanations for the cowry caches in Isoya but 
we can make approximate interpretations by considering the imaginations, expectations, 
and attitudes that guided the handling of cowries at the local level (Guyer 1993: 4-5), 
through a careful understanding of the spatial and temporal contexts in which the cowry 
caches were deposited in archaeological contexts. 
Some 20 percent of the cowries recorded in Isoya were recovered from burials; 
and eight out of the ten burials excavated contained cowry artifacts (Table 2). The 
number of cowries associated with each of the burials ranges from two to 202. At least 
five of the burials have cowries placed between the femurs of the deceased just below the 
pubis (Eluyemi 1977: 107). The pertinent questions here are why cowries were used as 
grave goods, and why they were placed between the femurs of the deceased. Was this 
mortuary disposal of cowries intended to serve as assets to be expended by the deceased 
in his/her journey to the after-life? When cowries were placed near the reproductive 
organs of the deceased, were they expected to multiply so that the deceased would not 
lack the provisions needed for his/her journey? Or do these cowries signify complex 
Yoruba beliefs about fertility and resurrection by rebirth? We can also ask in what ways 
the cowries used as grave goods connected the deceased with his/her living and dead 
relatives. The answers to these questions lie in a firm understanding of the intersections 
of the social valuation of cowries and the social construction of life and death in Yoruba 
beliefs. We must combine time- and context-sensitive ethnographic information on the 
social memory of the Atlantic with the cultural translations of cowries in everyday life in 
order to unravel the contextual meanings of cowries in mortuary practice. The use of 
cowries as grave goods can be understood in terms of the convertibility of cowries into 
political, economic, and social values following their institutionalization as a primary 
index of wealth in the 16th century. It seems that the use of cowries as grave goods was a 
social and symbolic replacement of the personal belongings of the deceased by a form of 
currency, a reflection of the shift from barter to the money economy. The number of 
cowries included in the graves is likely a good indication of the wealth or status of the 
deceased and/or their relatives at the time the burial took place. There is no indication 
seeking friendship, children, money, etc. Hence just as the Yoruba will say "Eta ni .!l! ibi danu" (It is three 
that throw or shoot away calamities), they will also say "Efa ni fu ire w'ole" (It is six that draws in good 
fortunes) 
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that sex or age affected the number of cowries buried with each of the deceased (see 
Table 2 below). 
Table 2. 
Distribution of Cowries According to Sex and Age in Burials, 
Site I (lsoya) 
Burial Cowries Sex Age Group 
SK6 F Adult 
SKI 45 M Adult 
SK5 180 M Adult 
SK9 32 M Adult 
SK2 39 M Old 
SK7a 202 M Old 
SK7b M Adult 
SK3 42 M Old 
SK4 15 M Old 
SK8 2 M (?) Old 
Note: adapted from Eluyemi (1977: 107) 
Summary and Conclusion 
Beads were established by the 11th century as the index for high-status positions 
and for signifying rank in Y orubaland. This was especially true of the red carnelian stone 
and the blue dichroic glass beads. The importance of beads for the production and 
reproduction of the Yoruba sociopolitical structure made it necessary for their 
distribution to be controlled in various ways, including local production at Ile-Ife, Old-
Oyo, and Oba-Igbomina in the case of red carnelian beads, and at Ile-Ife in the case of 
glass beads (Drewal and Mason 1998a; Eluyemi 1987; Obayemi 1985; O'Hear 1986; 
Willett 1967). The local control of these objects of political capital allowed the political 
elite to eliminate or reduce competition, to regulate the pattern or structure of the status 
quo, and to establish an ideology of social relationships based on the Yoruba kingship 
institution. Cowries, especially the moneta species, were present in very small quantities 
before 1500, but they seem not to have been widely used or known, nor to have formed 
part of the official paraphernalia of the political elite. Nevertheless, this paper asserts that 
moneta cowries were used in contexts linked to ritual activities during this early period, 
their distribution possibly controlled along the Niger Bend/rainforest trading routes. 
Other species of cowry might have come inland through Benin, where cowries have been 
documented in two pre-Atlantic contexts (Connah 1975; Omokhodion 1988). Atlantic 
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trade would change this pattern of distribution by the end of the 16th century. The 
production of Atlantic cowries could not be locally controlled, and although the political 
elite intervened and played a key role in the co wry supply, the proliferation of cowries 
pouring into the coast in unimaginable volume broadened the scope of commercial 
activities and precipitated sociocultural change in Yorubaland between the 17th and early 
19th centuries. Attempts to blend these Atlantic developments into the pre-16th-century 
dynamics of sociopolitical structure, social relations, wealth management, and economic 
pursuits led to cultural transformations in which cowries were appropriated with new 
meanings in Yoruba cosmology and daily life. 
Given the active meanings that accrued to cowries between the 17th and 19th 
centuries, it is not surprising that their symbolic, sacred, and metaphorical values as 
harbinger of all the good things of life, including prosperity and wealth, have outlasted 
their currency functions. Cowries continue to be used today as the emblematic 
representation of good wishes and success, and they have been incorporated into many 
domains of Yoruba religious expression. Cowries still form part of the paraphernalia of a 
number of deities and the ingredients of a number of potent medicinal portions, mainly to 
ward off "evil eyes." They have been incorporated into architectural decorations and they 
are inserted into the walls and floors of houses and shrines in patterns that represent 
divination symbols. As part of divination paraphernalia, cowries also continue to serve as 
an interface of communication between temporal and spiritual forces. 
The impact of the Atlantic trade on Africa has been largely investigated in 
economic terms, with special focus on the volume of trade and the associated 
econometric value systems (e.g., Eltis 2000). One aspect of this history that has less 
received less attention is the impact of the Atlantic trade and its commodities on the 
cultures of the participating African regions-the ways in which Africans culturally 
interpreted their Atlantic experience. This question can be fruitfully explored by 
examining how Africans used and ascribed meanings to the objects imported through the 
Atlantic trade. Careful documentation of the archaeological contexts of beads and 
cowries is crucial to understanding their long-term social valuation, especially in terms of 
transformations in the belief system and socioeconomic ideology before and during the 
period of transatlantic commerce. The social valuation of cowries in Y orubaland between 
the 16th and 19th centuries did not emerge in a vacuum, nor was it imposed by European 
traders. It was a cultural reinterpretation of the pre-16th century cultural construction of 
beads, which included glass, stone, and shell beads. Just as the production and control of 
beads, especially glass beads, were intertwined with the process of state formation and 
status/power indexing, so did cowries finance the post-I 6th-century political entities and 
their harbingers. An important role for archaeology in the study of the African Atlantic 
history, a history that looks inward to African cultures for the explanation of the "African 
Atlantic experience," lies in the critical and contextual study of material culture in 
relation to global historical processes. For the Bight of Benin, and Y orubaland in 
particular, a cultural historical approach that probes the social valuation of beads and 
cowries provides the way forward. 
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To move beyond the instrumental reasoning that underlies Alpern's "Master List 
of European Trade Goods" toward the field of inquiry that seeks the meaning of Atlantic 
trade goods in daily life, we need to be sensitive to the lived experience of Africans 
during the period of Atlantic commerce. This paper has only touched on a tiny bit of this 
lived experience by taking the position that the biographies of beads and cowries are 
ultimately biographies of peoples, mentalites, cultures, and societies in the Bight of 
Benin. Not only did the imported Atlantic commodities diversify West African material 
life, the meanings of these goods were also enriched and transformed. The social values 
placed on the objects, in turn, led to changes in the structures of the participating 
societies. The study of African cultural interactions with the Atlantic commodities might 
inform the ongoing debates on the nature, form, and consequence of African participation 
in the Atlantic trade, and it has the potential to reveal "a great deal about the moral 
economy of the slave trade" (Austen 2001: 8). 
An interpretive cultural historical approach that looks for meanings in local 
discourses and local knowledge offers an opportunity to understand the Atlantic imports 
as cultural goods and the ways in which these goods transformed reality in the Bight of 
Benin during the Atlantic slave trade. The collective memory of Atlantic commerce and 
the ways this memory is expressed in the myths, legends, and other genres of oral 
traditions and in the different media of art and other artifacts has immense potential for 
understanding the lived experience of the Atlantic era in the Bight of Benin. Although the 
sources that can be used for understanding these memories, lived experience, and cultural 
translations tend to obscure time, place, and meaning, with adequate interpretive 
strategies they nevertheless offer us the opportunity to understand that culture is not 
independent of economic and social relations (and vice versa). A cultural history of the 
social valuation of beads and cowries in the Bight of Benin opens a window to 
understanding how the flow of historic events and the long-term processes of economic 
systems reproduced and transformed local cultures, and how, in turn, the local 
articulations of global events are ordered by culture (Marcus and Fischer 1986: 44; 
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